Maine History
Volume 45
Number 2 Law and Order in Rural Maine

Article 5

6-1-2010

The Governor’s Gallows: Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain and The
Clifton Harris Case
Jason Finkelstein

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal
Part of the African American Studies Commons, Legal Commons, Social History Commons, and the
United States History Commons

Recommended Citation
Finkelstein, Jason. "The Governor’s Gallows: Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain and The Clifton Harris Case."
Maine History 45, 2 (2010): 168-188. https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mainehistoryjournal/
vol45/iss2/5

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by DigitalCommons@UMaine. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Maine History by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@UMaine. For more information, please
contact um.library.technical.services@maine.edu.

Officials surround Clifton Harris on the gallows as a crowd of spectators forms
moments before his execution at Thomaston, March 13, 1869. The nature of the
crime, the nature of the defendant, and the nature of the punishment combined
to make this a national news story and a defining moment in Maine law and
politics. Courtesy of Greg French.

THE GOVERNOR’S GALLOWS:
JOSHUA LAWRENCE CHAMBERLAIN
AND THE CLIFTON HARRIS CASE
BY JASON FINKELSTEIN

In 1867, Auburn was home to one of the most vicious murders committed in the state’s history. Clifton Harris, a southern black teenager, was
corralled for questioning and within hours confessed to the crime. He
was tried and convicted solely upon his own confession, without any evidence against him. Harris became only the second prisoner ever to be executed in Thomaston State Prison. Indeed, the de facto abolition of the
death penalty had taken place nearly three decades earlier, but Governor
Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain steadfastly proclaimed that he would
carry out Harris’s death sentence in the face of political opposition. Jason
Finkelstein, Bowdoin class of 2009, first began his research on Chamberlain due to an infatuation with the Chamberlain lore that is a part of
every Bowdoin student’s indoctrination. Mr. Finkelstein currently serves
as a Teach For America Corps member in the San Francisco Bay Area.

T

HE trap was sprung on March 13, 1869, at high noon, and the
body fell the same eight feet that its last victim, Francis Spencer,
had fallen five years earlier. The gallows — fifteen square feet in
area and twelve feet from the earth’s surface — were the same, but
Clifton Harris, a young man of 125 pounds, was much more slight than
Spencer, whose build the gallows were designed to accommodate.1 What
followed was a debacle caused by the failure of death’s machinery. A
writer for the Portland Daily Eastern Argus observed: “There was a bang
from the falling trap and the body of the man shot straight downward
about eight feet. It hung motionless for the space of ten seconds and all
supposed the neck was broken and the man dead . . . But the silence was
only from shock. The hands commenced to twitch convulsively. . . . It
was evident the man was dying of strangulation.”2 Perhaps the hangman
Maine History 45:2 June 2010
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was out of practice as the result of a lack of work; indeed the de facto
abolition of capital punishment had been in place since March 29, 1837.
Or perhaps the replacement hangman, who was filling in for a sheriff
who had fled town to avoid carrying out the execution, simply lacked the
know-how.3
Whatever the case, the botched execution came to symbolize Governor Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain’s handling of the Clifton Harris case.
Chamberlain had to overcome a multitude of obstacles to put Harris in a
coffin: a lack of evidence against Harris, adverse public opinion, the contradiction of executing one man while granting more pardons and commutations than any governor before him, and the fact that Harris’s partner, Luther S. Verrill, was allowed to walk free. These hurdles prove
definitively that Chamberlain was not the “reluctant hangman” that historian Edward Schriver depicted.4 In the case of Clifton Harris, Chamberlain was a willing, even eager, executioner, to the peril of his own political reputation. Chamberlain, the Civil War hero of Little Round Top,
was determined to see Harris with the noose around his neck. He got his
wish, but at great cost to his personal political ambitions.
The murders of Susannah Kinsley, age sixty-four, and Polly Caswell,
age sixty-seven, occurred on the evening of Wednesday, January 16, 1867
— or perhaps it was Thursday or Friday. No conclusive evidence as to
when the murders actually occurred ever materialized. But the Auburn
Police Department, without any apparent evidence, steadfastly maintained that the murder was committed on Wednesday night. What is
known is that the two elderly women were last seen alive on Wednesday
evening and were found dead Saturday by their neighbor, Mr. Libbey.
Noticing no smoke from the chimney despite sub-zero temperatures and
a raging snow storm, Libbey went to check on his elderly neighbors. The
Lewiston Evening Journal described the scene: “On the floor . . . was
stretched the lifeless body of Polly Caswell. . . . In the bed in a small bedroom . . . was the lifeless and ghastly body of the widow Kinsley, also
frozen stiff, and lying with her night clothes on, in a pool of congealed
blood.” The shocking scene quickly captured the attention of the community. The murders were not only front-page news, they were more or
less the only news that was reported over the course of the next seven
days. The newspaper record, however, suggests a shift in the community’s response to the crime from initial shock and morbid curiosity to
widespread terror. One question reverberated through the minds of
Auburn residents, “WHO COMMITTED THE DEED!”5 The manhunt
had begun.
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Widely printed in the newspapers, photographs of Clifton Harris appeared above the
label, “The West Auburn Murderer” in
1867. After initially being released on an apparently unrelated charge, Clifton Harris
quite suddenly became the focus of the
struggling investigation into the murders of
Susannah Kinsley and Polly Caswell. Courtesy of Greg French.

In the late evening of January 16, the same night the police concluded the crime occurred, Mr. Libbey was woken by someone trying to
enter his bedroom through the window. The man asked for refuge from
the cold and some food, but Mr. Libbey, noting his “swarthy appearance”
declined. The police, lacking substantive leads, used Mr. Libbey’s description to bring in their first suspect, Nathaniel Johnson, a thirty-five
year-old Auburn native, but the man was quickly released. The Lewiston
Evening Journal explained: “the manifest innocence of Johnson as shown
by the alibi proven, leaves this awful crime in a mystery thick and black
as night.” But shortly thereafter, Charles Fretchie, or “the Frenchman,” as
he was referred to in the local newspapers, emerged as more than a suspect; in the minds of every soul in Auburn, he was the killer. The Portland Daily Eastern Argus noted in retrospect, “the circumstances were so
bad against him that in a lawless community he would have been strung
up without judge or jury.”6
Indeed, the evidence against him was compelling. A footprint of his
abnormally large boot with the unusual feature of a missing heel was
lifted from the windowsill outside Mr. Libbey’s bedroom. When the
vagabond was found, he had blood-stains on his torn shirt and on the
lining of his coat. He also, it seems, had a habit of entering the homes of
complete strangers uninvited, which was documented on several occasions. In addition, during police questionings, he seemed nervous and
contradicted his own testimony. The Lewiston Evening Journal noted he
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“made the lookers on feel that he needed only the horns, to fully represent the Arch Fiend himself.”7 However, Fretchie was able to provide a
shaky alibi for the Wednesday night which police had determined was
the night of the murder, and he, too, was released. To the nineteenthcentury detective, an alibi was tantamount to innocence — regardless of
from whom or whence it came. In a system without DNA evidence, the
alibi was all the reasonable doubt that was necessary.
Out of ideas and out of leads, the Auburn Police Department
brought in Mr. M. Blake, a veritable Sergeant Cuff, from New York to
head up the investigation. In his ten-day stay in Auburn, the detective
became interested in Clifton Harris, a black man still in his teens. Harris
had been pulled into the police department for what appears to have
been an unrelated incident, though the newspaper’s description is unclear. The one piece of evidence that Detective Blake had against Harris
was the blood that appeared on his boots, which should hardly have
been a surprise considering one of his chief occupations was butchering
cattle.8 Upon interrogation by detectives, Clifton Harris confessed to the
murders of Susannah Kinsley and Polly Caswell and implicated a second
man, Luther S. Verrill, as his accomplice. The case was as good as closed,
for in nineteenth century law, the confession was the evil twin of the alibi: if the alibi was an automatic exoneration, the confession was an assured condemnation.
Considering the minimal evidence against him, why did Clifton Harris confess? There are three possible explanations. First, it is possible that
he was guilty and an overwhelming sense of shame compelled him to
confess. Second, given his age and size, it is possible that he was intimidated or coerced by the authorities. Third, it is plausible that he was not
mentally qualified to provide his own testimony. Both contemporary and
historical scrutiny of the Harris case has assumed that Harris was guilty;
indeed, it is certainly possible that he was. But little concern has been
raised by the fact that Harris was convicted almost entirely on the basis of
his own testimony. In modern judicial proceedings unsolicited confessions would likely raise questions as to the defendant’s fitness to stand
trial. And there is certainly evidence in the historical record that suggests
Clifton Harris had sub-standard mental capacity. In an interview with a
council of death row inmates, a reporter for the Portland Daily Eastern
Argus wrote, “the remarks of Clifton Harris were disconnected and not
very intelligible.” The newspapers made much of the fact that he could
not read or write; indeed, he signed his confession in “a tremulous way.”
Harris could not even coherently relate the details of his life. Originally
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Young, black, slight of frame, and
widely rumored to be developmentally disabled, Clifton Harris did
not fit with prevailing late nineteenth century stereotypes of
predatory black men. While he
confessed to the murders with
which he was charged, there has
been speculation as to whether said
confession may have been coerced
from a fragile and frightened boy.
Courtesy of Greg French.

telling authorities he was a freedman, Harris eventually changed his story,
claiming in his final confession before his execution, “I have never been a
slave.” He also originally told authorities that he served in the rebel army,
“a schooling,” one journalist wrote, “that would fit him for anything
bad.”9 However, he later contradicted his account, claiming that he had
fled the Confederacy to serve in a Tennessee regiment in the Union army.
The records, however, indicate that neither of these stories were true, but
rather Harris served in F Company of the 6th Regiment of the United
States Colored Heavy Artillery Unit, which operated in Mississippi and
Louisiana.10 There is little debate that Clifton Harris had a malleable
mind, enough so as to make him the perfect patsy.
There is even evidence that the authorities were hesitant to readily
accept such a hasty confession. On February 8, shortly after his confession, the police brought in Harris’s love interest — though it appears it
was not mutual — and asked her to determine the voracity of Harris’s
confession. According to the Lewiston Evening Journal the woman said:
“Clifton, I want you to tell me the truth about this. If you have’nt [sic]
done it, you better do it. You won’t get half so many favors in any other
way as by telling the truth.”11 Harris assured the woman that he had told
the truth, which satisfied any doubts the authorities may have had as to
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Luther Verrill, the accused accomplice of
Clifton Harris, supposedly accompanied
him on the night of the murders but was acquitted when his case came to trial. Harris,
however, insisted until the moment of his
execution that Verrill had been present and
had, in fact, initiated the attack. Courtesy of
Greg French.

the validity of his statement. Even John J. Pullen, one of Chamberlain’s
chief hagiographers, writes: “in the case of Clifton Harris the performance of the whole system, including governor and courts, attorneys and
legislature, left questions to be answered. For example, Harris may have
been mentally or emotionally impaired.”12 There is no airtight case to be
made for Harris’s innocence; there was no smoking gun, and there was
no irrefutable evidence. However, it does seem that there was at least as
much evidence in favor of Harris’s innocence as there was in favor of his
guilt, if not more. Harris’s trial was swift; the confession having been all
the evidence the jury needed to convict. The trial of Luther S. Verrill,
Harris’s alleged accomplice, though, was quite another story.
Luther S. Verrill was a friend of Harris’s who lived and worked on a
nearby farm in Auburn. In his original confession, Harris told the authorities that Verrill had accompanied him on that fateful winter
evening and that he had played a role in the murders of the two elderly
women. Verrill protested the accusation fervently. Despite his claims of
innocence, Verrill was also convicted and sentenced to death in 1867. After a speedy trial and conviction, attorneys for the defense moved to arrest the judgment on a series of exceptions. However, the judge steadfastly defended Harris’s testimony and the judgment of the court,
claiming that “the courts have decided that certain allegations need not
be proved.” However, on July 29, 1867, Harris confessed to the Reverend
George W. Quinby and Sheriff Parker of Lewiston that he “did that thing
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alone before God.” Verrill was granted a retrial during which the judge
adopted a new tone, claiming that the evidence, “without Harris’ testimony, is not sufficient to warrant the conviction of the prisoner.” The retrial was quickly undertaken, and Verrill was acquitted. The same judge
who sentenced Harris “solely upon his own confession” stated that “the
testimony of Harris bears intrinsic marks of improbability.”13
By changing his testimony in regards to the role of Luther Verrill,
Clifton Harris laid the groundwork for one of the most tempestuous political rivalries in Maine state history, pitting Governor Chamberlain
against Attorney General William P. Frye, who had led the proceedings
against Clifton Harris and Luther Verrill, but now declared that death
was an unjust penalty for Harris. Frye said in his annual report in 1868,
“I do not think that justice requires the execution of Harris. To use a
common expression, ‘he turned State’s evidence,’ and the record does
not exhibit an instance where an accomplice taking this course has paid
the full penalty of the violated law.” This notion of having “turned evidence” became central to the ongoing debate. Chamberlain in his third
annual message, on January 9, 1869, defined the phrase: “that there was
some promise or obligation, expressed or implied, that if Harris should
succeed in implicating an accomplice, he should escape the penalty of
his crime.”14 What Chamberlain failed to acknowledge is the possibility
that Harris did not “turn evidence” to implicate Verrill, but rather to exonerate him. Whatever the case, it is apparent that somewhere in the
process Clifton Harris was subject to some sort of coercion; whether or
not its purpose was to harm or save Verrill remains a matter of conjecture. Though Chamberlain won the battle and succeeded in executing
Harris, Frye won the war by taking the Senate seat for which they were
both vying in 1881. Undoubtedly the legacy of this debate weighed at
least somewhat on the minds of the state legislators when they set out to
choose Maine’s next senator.
Outrage over Chamberlain’s decision to execute Clifton Harris came
not only from Frye, but from all along the political spectrum. Joining
Frye in the charge against Chamberlain was state senator and future
diplomat to Uruguay, Paraguay, and the Hawaiian Islands, John Leavitt
Stevens. Of Harris he noted in 1868 that “his ancestry was torn from a
barbaric land by agents of Anglo-Saxon cupidity. His father was
whipped and robbed; his mother had vile indignities heaped upon
her. . . . Shall this uninstructed, friendless, defenseless creature who since
his advent among us has had no one care for him but GOD — shall he
die on the gallows of our rearing?”15 Like Frye, Stevens made his argument for Harris rather than against Chamberlain, a pattern followed by
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Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, circa
1871. Courtesy of the Maine Historical
Society.

future Republican Speaker of the House Thomas Brackett Reed, who in
a precocious stage of his political career in the Maine Legislature introduced on February 28, 1868, an act to abolish the death penalty and save
the life of Clifton Harris. Section One read that “in all cases where by law
the punishment of crime is death, the punishment hereafter shall be imprisonment for life.”16 Though the act did not pass, it was apparent that
Chamberlain had made some lasting enemies within the power structure of his own political party.
The denunciations that Chamberlain received from the public and
the media were not so cordial. Instead of focusing on the particulars of
the Harris case, writers sought to paint Chamberlain as a bloodthirsty
hypocrite and malign the institution of capital punishment. An editorial
in the Portland Daily Eastern Argus, written under the pseudonym
“CONSCIENCE,” noted: “conscience makes men cowards, but does it
make them consistent? Defenders of the drum-head courts marshal and
death sentences are consciously opposed to capitally punishing other
law offenders.” Also noting Chamberlain’s hypocrisy, the editor of the
Maine Farmer wrote in 1869: “for more than thirty years this barbarous
punishment has slumbered upon our statute book and would have indeed been ‘practically outlawed’ but for the solitary endorsement afforded by the extraordinary case of Spencer.” The editor of the Kennebec
Reporter found something particularly grisly about “choking a man to
death according to the law.” As biographer Alice Turlock notes, church
groups, strongly Republican in composition, were among Chamberlain’s
most vocal opponents.17 His critics were not without provocation, for
the death penalty in Maine had all but died by 1867.
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The executioner awaits the arrival of Clifton Harris, March 13, 1869. The designated executioner was the county sheriff, who had fled the city to avoid having
to carry out the controversial execution of Clifton Harris. Courtesy of Greg
French.

Capital punishment was the ugly stepchild of Maine’s legal code. A
law established in 1837 required that those convicted of capital offenses
remain at the State Prison at Thomaston for at least one year before the
execution took place; the governor was also required to sign an execution
warrant and have it delivered to the hangman. Previous governors, unwilling to fulfill the latter requirement, established a tradition of simply
ignoring the death warrant, effectively commuting the sentence of death
to life in prison. When Chamberlain came into office, however, he saw
this tradition as weak and passive. He noted, amidst the public backlash
against his signing of Harris’s death warrant, that it would be “an extraordinary presumption in me to take the responsibility of abolishing it
myself.”18 When Harris emerged as the convicted murderer of two elderly women, Chamberlain found himself mired in an unsettled debate,
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complicated by a thirty-year-old law and an ambiguous set of precedents and interpretations.
During Chamberlain’s four-year tenure as governor, there were
thirty-nine homicides committed in Maine, ten of which led to convictions. Murder was still considered a capital offense in Maine. In 1868 at
least twelve prisoners in the Maine State Prison at Thomaston had been
sentenced to death, but none had their sentence carried out. In fact, the
only person who had been hung at the Thomaston Prison from the time
it was opened in 1824 until Chamberlain’s election as governor was
Francis Couillard Spencer, who committed his capital offense while in
prison by murdering Warden Richard Tinker in 1864.19 Only under
these extreme circumstances had a man been sent to the gallows.
According to biographer John J. Pullen, Chamberlain pardoned
prisoners in unusual numbers: “he pardoned nineteen convicts in 1868
and sixteen in 1869. That was about twice as many, the state warden
pointed out, as the largest number ever pardoned in one year from the
state prison in Massachusetts.” Aside from his unusually large number of
pardons, Chamberlain also had a tendency to commute sentences, and
in particular death sentences. On January 8, 1869, Chamberlain signed
Clifton Harris’s death warrant while at the same time commuting the
death sentences of two other prisoners to life in prison.20 Either he was
blind to the inherent contradiction of this action or he simply did not
care.
Critics pointing to Chamberlain’s hypocrisy almost exclusively
chose George Knight, a convicted wife murderer, as their point of reference. Knight was tried in Poland, Maine, for the murder of his sick wife,
Mary, in early October 1856. The evidence against him stacked up very
quickly, and his claims that his wife slit her own throat in an attempt at
suicide were unanimously refuted by a panel of expert witnesses. Several
of his neighbors testified that he tried to pay them off to produce an alibi. He also failed the Meursault test: “he did not shed any tears.” Accusers surmised that Knight had become interested in a younger
woman, the daughter of his neighbor Ebenezer Gilson.21
Sentenced to death, George Knight entered the prison at Thomaston
in 1856. His year-long grace period expired, and Hannibal Hamlin, like
governors before him, simply refused to sign the death warrant. In 1869
Chamberlain said that “Knight also should have been hung” but he
claimed he could not issue the order because Knight still protested his innocence “while Harris boasts of his guilt.”22 This argument seems peculiar, considering that Chamberlain insisted that in the Harris case, he was
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only fulfilling the court’s wishes: was not Knight also sentenced to death?
Of the ten men convicted of murder during Chamberlain’s gubernatorial stint, why was only one death sentence carried out? Why did
Chamberlain put so much weight on Harris’s unreliable and shifting testimony, and why did he ignore the voices of opposition? Like most complex historical questions, Chamberlain’s choice defies a single explanation. The combination of factors at work included Chamberlain’s
personal woes, his stubborn personality, his gubernatorial tendencies,
and finally Harris’s race. Together, these factors comprised a force of political implacability strong enough to overwhelm the public outcry, and
potent enough to lift a noose and spring a trap.
By his third term as governor, it was clear that Chamberlain’s political career was unraveling, as was his personal life. Busy in Augusta,
Chamberlain had little time for his wife and family in Brunswick. The
Chamberlains’ marriage had become so strained that Fanny apparently
contemplated divorce. In one of the rare correspondences of their married life, Chamberlain wrote to his wife:
In the whirl of all this uproar of obloquy now hurled at me by the
friends of Harris & the rampant temperance men I find myself assailed
by only one thing that distresses me. . . . I have had abundant & concurrent testimony from many — all as much your friends as mine —
that you were complaining to everyone who came into the house of
my conduct & treatment of you. . . . Miss Courlaender it seems is freely
telling people that “you told her . . . that I abused you beyond endurance — pulling your hair, striking, beating & oterwise [sic] personally maltreating you, & that you were gathering up everything you
could find against me to sue for a divorce.23

Though there is no consensus as to whether or not Chamberlain abused
his wife, the letter suggests that possibility. The relationship between
Fanny and Joshua, on a personal, social, and sexual level, was an extremely complicated one. In fact they agreed on so little that Joshua was
compelled to include an admonition in his letter: “you never take my advice, I am aware. But if you do not stop this at once it will end in hell.”24 It
is apparent that his marriage brought Chamberlain a great deal of strife.
That letter was written on November 20, 1868, just before the apex
of the public outcry over the Harris execution. Public support for Harris
peaked less than a month later when Frye published his annual report.
Chamberlain struggled to control the Harris case and his failing marriage. His chaotic personal life left him even more determined to control
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his political life — which, in the case of Harris, was tantamount to his
execution.
Chamberlain’s four years as governor also coincided with a rapid decline in his health. His war wound, which he had barely survived, aggravated him constantly. The metal catheter that emptied his bladder — the
first of its kind — often led to painful infections. His doctor wrote in
1869, “bladder very painful & irritable — whole lower part of abdomen
tender & sensitive — large urinal fistula at the base of penis in front of
scrotum, which is exceedingly troublesome.” The wound was a constant
source of pain and a reminder of the precariousness of his own life.25
Though it is unlikely that Harris was a martyr to Chamberlain’s own
personal demons, the circumstances of Chamberlain’s personal life have
to be considered in Chamberlain’s decision to sign the death warrant.
In 1869 Chamberlain wrote to his mother, in response to the public
outcry against him, “I do not think I have a particle of fear in me of anything that walks or flies. . . . I go on in the strength of conscious rectitude
& you [the public] can’t scare me.” This tenacity — which made Chamberlain such a remarkable battlefield commander during the Civil War
— on more than one occasion crossed the threshold of downright stubbornness. While Chamberlain was a student at Bowdoin College, an
upper-classman came into his dormitory bedroom, sealed it shut, and
proceeded to fill the room with tobacco smoke, in an apparent act of
hazing. The object of the “game” was to see who could last the longest in
the room. Trulock writes that “Chamberlain obligingly outlasted the
hoard of sophomores.”26 Chamberlain would not submit and would not
be bested.
In a later incident, Chamberlain took part in the Bowdoin tradition
of finding the “class tree,” which was always accompanied by another
one of Bowdoin’s time-honored traditions — drinking heavily. Chamberlain was called into the president’s office the next day and asked to
supply the names of those involved. Chamberlain said he would not be
“an informant — a betrayer of confidence, which is much like a traitor.”
When Chamberlain was warned of the “parental wrath” he would face,
he replied that he knew that his father would “be proud to see me coming home for this.”27 Obligated by the rules of masculine culture, Chamberlain was compelled to uphold his own opinions, in many cases to a
fault. With such convictions, and an absolute unwillingness to relent, it
is not difficult to see why Chamberlain was so successful at Little Round
Top. It was this same temperament that put Clifton Harris’s neck in a
noose, and perhaps left Chamberlain an unsuccessful politician.
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Located just outside the Bowdoin campus at the corner of Upper Park Street
and Bath Road, this bronze and granite likeness of Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain was dedicated in May 2003. Courtesy of maine.gov website.

Following his four terms as governor, Chamberlain became president of his alma mater, Bowdoin College; during this time an incident
occurred that demonstrated his stubbornness and tenacity. President
Chamberlain once again defended a threatened bastion during the
mutiny of the Bowdoin cadets in 1874, a situation that in some ways
echoed his stand at Little Round Top. Upon returning to Bowdoin as
college president, Chamberlain mandated compulsory military drills.
The idea was originally successful, but soon 126 of the 133 students on
campus signed a petition to make the drills optional, complaining about
the high price of the military uniforms and about perfunctory marches
around campus. Presented with the petition, Chamberlain faced a difficult decision: bow to public opinion, or take measures against the students. Like his famous military maneuvering a decade earlier, Chamberlain swiftly went from the defensive to the offensive, ordering the
expulsion of all who refused to do the military drills. As Pullen writes,
“Chamberlain made many courageous decisions during his lifetime,
rarely counting on the probable cost.”28 Almost all of the suspended stu-
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dents returned to college, and the Board of the College made the drills
optional. Chamberlain’s legacy as the college president was forever
maimed by his botched handling of the situation. Eventually he was
forced to resign in 1885, although his portrait still adorns many buildings on the campus and a bronze statue of Chamberlain greets visitors to
the college at the front gate.
These incidents suggest that Chamberlain was governed by an unrelenting stubbornness. In the Harris case, when caught between public
opinion and his own opinion, it should not surprise us that he erred on
the side of his own original decision. He was not an exceptionally violent
person, but his temperament did make him a willing executioner. The
death penalty had all but disappeared in Maine, and the gallows had
been stored away and forgotten. As a newspaper pointed out, the state
occupied “a false position. Legally it professes to believe in a mode of
punishment, which it has too much dignity to carry out in practice.”29 It
would take a fearless man who listened to only his own conscience to
bring the death penalty back in Maine.
Even with his vigorous determination, Chamberlain could not will
himself to a Senate seat. Likely this was because the public had seen
enough of Chamberlain the politician during his four one-year terms as
governor. During his tenure, Chamberlain upset many of his constituents, particularly on the issues of the death penalty and temperance.
The latter, like the death penalty, exposed some of Chamberlain’s most
troubling political tendencies. Maine had prohibited the sale of alcohol
in 1851 with the famous “Maine Law” and Chamberlain had inherited
the difficult task of trying to enforce it. In order to do this, the legislature
adopted two new amendments in 1867. The first made the sale of liquor
punishable by imprisonment, and the second provided for a constabulary police force to enforce the law.30
Although Chamberlain was a member of a temperance society and
seemed sincere in his distaste for liquor, neither of these amendments
sat well with him. In his 1869 Governor’s Message he wrote, “legislation
upon what a man shall eat or drink, is certainly a pretty strong assertion
of ‘States Rights’ over the individual.” Allowing a police force to barge
into one’s home in search of liquor was, for Chamberlain, an intolerable
encroachment on individual rights. Under Chamberlain’s guidance, the
Maine Legislature repealed both amendments.31
What ensued was a political backlash in which the popular attitude
amongst temperance-minded Republicans was that Chamberlain was
biting the hand that had fed him. His inaugural address in 1870 did not

Governor’s Gallows



help matters: “When a law is widely different from people’s judgment,
and provokingly contrary to their wishes; then, instead of expecting it to
go on crushing its way like an unrelenting law of the universe, it would
be better to look for one that takes some cognizance of human conditions.”32 Chamberlain’s clearly-articulated departure from the state’s
landmark prohibition legislation created a general disaffection among
his strongest base of support. Like his botched handling of the Harris
case, Chamberlain’s management of the prohibition issue was indicative
of his maverick personality, his lack of political acumen, and his reluctance to yield to public opinion.
Chamberlain’s political mindset was much the same as his personal
one; he would do what he thought best and live with the results. A more
experienced politician would have yielded to the will of the Republican
party and moved on. But as governor, Chamberlain never exhibited such
tact; he was determined to make his will the will of Maine. Though the
modern reader might see something admirable in his defense of individual rights in regards to prohibition, his steadfast resolution to execute
Harris demonstrates the shadowy side of such inflexibility. Like temperance, the decision to execute Harris was both a political battle and a personal one, a crusade that Chamberlain was determined to fight and win.
But for all his resolve and vigor, the only man that Chamberlain ever
sought to execute was Clifton Harris, an inconsistency that leads to difficult questions about Chamberlain’s opinions on race.
Chamberlain’s views on race have become an historical chestnut. As
biographer Diane Monroe Smith notes, “an examination of Chamberlain’s attitudes towards race and equality yields little hard evidence.”
There is a substantial but inconclusive body of work in this area. Perhaps
historian Patrick Rael summarizes the evidence most concisely: “Chamberlain did not merely accede to the contemporary views of the majority, he actively championed a policy of reconciliation [with the South]
that was built upon the denial of blacks’ rights. Before the war he never
evidenced abolitionist sentiments. And during the war he manifested little affinity for blacks.” Chamberlain himself wrote in response to Emancipation that “we found the negroes especially unruly,” spreading “terror
over the country . . . abusing the weak, terrifying the women, and threatening to burn and destroy.” Looking back on the Civil War, he hoped
that “the best blood in all the land” was not spilled so “that negroes [sic]
might have no one to stop them in going to the polls.”33
In this opposition to granting blacks voting rights, he was not exceptional for his day, but there is also a fair amount of evidence that he was



Maine History

Thomas Chamberlain, Joshua’s brother,
in an officer's photo for the 20th Maine
Regiment, circa 1861. Courtesy of the
Maine Historical Society.

rather sympathetic to the cause of blacks. As Smith notes, “while Tom
and John Chamberlain [his brothers] used the word ‘nigger’ in reference
to contrabands and black slaves during the war, no example exists of
Lawrence doing so.” Caught up in the fervor of the Civil War, Chamberlain became something of an idealist in his opinions about slavery. In a
post-war speech, he argued that “God, — in his wrath and justice . . .
swept slavery from the path, as the mighty pageant of the free people
passed on to its glory.”34 While it is clear that he disliked the institution
of slavery, it is hard to distinguish if this was because he disliked the society that held it dear, or the institution itself.
Was Chamberlain’s decision to execute Clifton Harris racially motivated? One fact seems particularly telling: of the eleven men convicted of
murder during the time that Chamberlain was in office, the only one
who ended on the gallows was Clifton Harris. He was the only man, excepting Francis Spencer, executed between the years 1837 and 1875, and
he was the only man executed by Chamberlain. The question is not
whether race played a role in Chamberlain’s choice to hang Clifton Harris, but rather what role it played. There are several considerations. First,
historians have argued that it was the unusual heinousness of his crime
that got Clifton Harris hanged. But was it any more heinous than George
Knight slitting the throat of his sickly, defenseless, and bed-ridden wife?
Murder is by its very definition heinous; but this did not lead to executions of the other ten men convicted of murder during Chamberlain’s

Governor’s Gallows



stay in office. Second, historians have cited Chamberlain’s own defense
against public criticism — that he was merely upholding the responsibilities of his office as prescribed by law. In his 1870 Governor’s Message
he announced that he would “enter no defense of an official act so
plainly required by the constitution and the law, and my solemn
oath. . . . Neither my own views of the death penalty nor the present state
of public opinion . . . affect in the least my duty to execute the existing
law.”35 Chamberlain’s “non-defense” is so rife with contradiction that a
single question refutes it: why was Clifton Harris the only death row inmate executed?
The history of capital punishment in the United States is marred by
a disproportionate execution of people of color. The statistics are staggering. Historian Eric Rise notes that African-American men are the
only people to ever be executed for rape in Virginia, and Michael Meltsner points out that in Florida “while 45 of the 48 Negroes were sentenced to death for the rape of white women, no white man had been
sentenced to death for the rape of a black woman.” Perhaps, then, Chamberlain was acting within historical precedent; the historical record suggests that it was acceptable to hang black men in situations where white
counterparts would have remained alive. But the argument has flaws as
well. As Franklin E. Zimring notes, this was a mostly southern phenomenon; New England (comparatively) had never been a hotbed of racial
injustice.36 And if this “vigilante tradition” was present in Maine, then
why was there so much public opposition? What remains evident amidst
the debate among Chamberlain scholars is that arguments based on race
are more convincing than other theories.
Chamberlain’s well documented stubbornness, combined with Harris’s race, created an explosive situation in Maine during the late 1860s.
Chamberlain was a willing executioner with the perfect victim. Historians have created a monolithic portrayal of Joshua Chamberlain that not
only robs the reader of a complete and accurate understanding, but deprives the historical subject of the complex characterization that he deserves. Chamberlain did not always play the part of the hero; in fact, in
the case of Clifton Harris he was much closer to playing the villain.
However, portraying Chamberlain only as a scoundrel is equally dangerous. It is in the gray zone — somewhere between icon and flawed politician — that the true Chamberlain exists. While this essay is an attempt
to create a more realistic portrait of an admittedly low point in the trajectory of Chamberlain’s life, it is also an attempt to exhume the story of
Clifton Harris, which today remains buried deep in the annals of
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The trap is sprung and Clifton Harris dangles before a crowd of onlookers at the
Maine State Prison in Thomaston, March 13, 1869. Not weighing enough for
the fall to have broken his neck, Harris writhed for several minutes before dying
of strangulation, to the horror of many in the crowd. Courtesy of Greg French.

Maine’s history, crushed beneath the weight of Chamberlain’s massive
legacy. Regardless of how one views the circumstances of the case, Harris
— guilty or innocent, mentally impaired or otherwise — was the victim
of a racial injustice that cost him his life, an injustice perpetrated by one
of Maine’s most celebrated heroes.
After the execution Harris’s corpse was sent to Chamberlain’s alma
mater, Bowdoin College, where it became a cadaver at the Maine Medical School.37 Eventually his remains were put into the earth, where he
and his legacy were buried indefinitely — the exact location of his grave
remains a mystery. Indeed, Harris’s body had not yet turned cold before
his name disappeared from the newspapers and his struggle vanished
from the minds of those who claimed to care. For Harris was a pawn
sacrificed in a political chess match over capital punishment, a contest
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that Chamberlain approached with the same “bayonet! forward” attitude that had been the source of his military success. This time, however,
Chamberlain was not on the side of the victors. Chamberlain would take
his unbending attitude to his grave in the Pine Grove Cemetery on Bowdoin’s campus, doubtlessly within earshot of the tattered remains of
“Harris the Negro,” as he was unaffectionately known in newspapers
across Maine.
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